Teaching in an EFL Program in Second Life: Student Teachers’ Perspectives and Implications by Wang, Charles Xiaoxue et al.
Journal of Educational Technology Development and Exchange
( JETDE)
Volume 4 | Issue 1 Article 4
6-2011
Teaching in an EFL Program in Second Life:
Student Teachers’ Perspectives and Implications
Charles Xiaoxue Wang
Mary L. Lefaiver
Christy Hunt
Qi Wang
Follow this and additional works at: https://aquila.usm.edu/jetde
Part of the Instructional Media Design Commons, Online and Distance Education Commons,
and the Other Education Commons
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by The Aquila Digital Community. It has been accepted for inclusion in Journal of Educational
Technology Development and Exchange ( JETDE) by an authorized editor of The Aquila Digital Community. For more information, please contact
Joshua.Cromwell@usm.edu.
Recommended Citation
Wang, Charles Xiaoxue; Lefaiver, Mary L.; Hunt, Christy; and Wang, Qi (2011) "Teaching in an EFL Program in Second Life: Student
Teachers’ Perspectives and Implications," Journal of Educational Technology Development and Exchange (JETDE): Vol. 4 : Iss. 1 , Article
4.
DOI: 10.18785/jetde.0401.03
Available at: https://aquila.usm.edu/jetde/vol4/iss1/4
27Volume 4, No. 1,      October, 2011
Wang, C.; Lefaiver, M.; Wang, Q.; & Hunt, C. (2011). Teaching in an EFL program in second life: Student teachers’ 
perspectives and implications. Journal of Educational Technology Development and Exchange, 4(1), 27-40.
Teaching in an EFL Program in Second Life:  
Student Teachers’ Perspectives and Implications
Charles Xiaoxue Wang
Mary L. McDowell Lefaiver
Florida Gulf Coast University
Qi Wang
Georgia State University
Christy Hunt
Dekalb County School District
Abstract: Educational researchers have paid considerable attention to the use of multi-user vir-
tual environments (MUVEs) to support learning across curricula. Among those MUVEs, Second 
Life (SL) is one of the most popular. This paper reports on a study of student teachers’ experience 
of teaching English in an experimental EFL (English as a Foreign Language) program in Second 
Life (SL) with students in China. This study was a collaborative effort of faculty members and 
graduate students of both a state university in the USA and a provincial university in China. The 
study took a case study approach to reveal student teachers’ perceptions of their teaching in SL, 
what they have learned and discusses the implications for teaching in similar EFL programs in SL. 
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1. Introduction
Multi-user virtual environments (MUVEs) 
are relatively new and innovative platforms in 
which individuals may seek real-life experi-
ences in a world through “exploration, simula-
tion, role-play, interaction and experimentation 
(Burgess, Slate, Rojas-LeBoeuf, & LaPrairie, 
2009).  The use of MUVEs to support learn-
ing has increased significantly and warrants 
further exploration of the application in educa-
tional settings.  One of the most notable and 
popular MUVEs to date, Second Life (SL), was 
created by Linden Research in 2003 and has 
subsequently grown to reach millions of “resi-
dents” providing virtual spaces for virtual uni-
versity campuses and businesses from around 
the world.  
As relates to EFL learning and instruction, 
Second Life provides a unique platform for 
learners to interact with native English speak-
ers offering “opportunities to practice and 
perform in the language in the ways that the 
traditional classroom setting does not allow” 
(Blasing, 2010, p. 96). Further, SL provides a 
robust environment allowing both students and 
instructors to address Communication, Cul-
ture, Connections, Comparisons and Commu-
nities aspects of foreign language learning and 
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instruction. These “five C’s” are the five com-
ponents of the National Standards for Foreign 
Language Education supported by the Ameri-
can Council on the Teaching of Foreign Lan-
guages (ACTFL, 2011).
This paper reports student teachers’ per-
ceptions and understanding of teaching EFL 
(English as a Foreign Language) in SL (SL_
EFL Program). Through analysis of the student 
teachers’ weekly reflection papers and in-depth 
interviews, the paper reveals their perspectives 
on teaching EFL in SL with authentic learning 
tasks and EFL students across the continents in 
the virtual world.  Based on the findings, the 
paper also discusses the implications for better 
facilitating EFL learning in SL.
2. Literature Review
Visibility and inquiry on the uses of virtual 
reality or virtual worlds applied to educational 
settings began to appear in the early 1990s (e.g. 
Helsel, 1992; Wickens, 1992). Virtual worlds 
are computer-simulated environments that 
simulate places either in the real or imaginary 
worlds.  Historically used to describe massively 
multiplayers online games (MMOGs) such as 
World of Warcraft, the term has also come to be 
used interchangeably with “virtual worlds” or 
“multi-user virtual environments” (MUVEs). 
As the use of virtual worlds has increased, the 
term “MUVEs” has expanded to include plat-
forms beyond those specific to gaming.  None-
theless, virtual worlds retain the inherent char-
acteristic of 3D graphics which allow users to 
interact in a persistent virtual environment via 
the Internet.  
Much support exists for the use of MUVEs 
within educational settings, and specifically 
related to use in creating online communities 
(Riedl, Bronack, & Tashner, 2005), enhancing 
the quality and experiences of student learning 
(Jarmon, Traphagan & Mayrath, 2008; Squire 
& Jenkins, 2004), and providing collaborative 
environments (Bruckman, 1997; Erlandson, 
Nelson, Wilhelmina, 2010). Additional ben-
efits of MUVEs may include improved social 
interactions, access to information, the integra-
tion of technology, and collaborative learning 
(Dillenbourg, Schneider & Synteta, 2002). As 
most instructors realize, motivation is a key 
element of student success and the application 
of MUVEs to support synchronous communi-
cation and social interaction lends itself to in-
creased student motivation to learn through this 
medium (Barab, Thomas, Dodge, Carteaux, & 
Tuzun, 2005; Delucia, Francese, Passero & 
Tortora, 2009). In describing the benefits of 
integrating SL into the social learning process, 
Smith and Barge describe SL as “…an open 
source environment that fosters observation, 
imitation and modeling behaviors.  Residents 
are constantly learning from each other through 
interaction” (2009, p.443).  
Unlike traditional classroom settings or 
more conventional learning methodologies, 
MUVEs offer unique learning platforms with 
at least four distinct features including (1) a 
3D illustration space, (2) an avatar that visu-
ally represents the user, (3) interactive tools for 
communications in text, audio and symbolic 
formats (Dickey, 2005a) and (4) the “ability for 
a user to ‘act’ on the world” (Hew & Cheung, 
2008, p. 34). In their review of research lit-
erature on virtual worlds in K-12 and higher 
education settings, Hew and Cheung (2008) 
found that these benefits of virtual world en-
vironments can impact “participants’ affective 
domain, participants’ learning outcomes, and 
participants’ social interactions” (p. 9). 
As described by Andreas et al. (2010), 
the elements critical to effective collabora-
tive learning include:  (1) discussion, (2) re-
ciprocal teaching, (3) problem solving, (4) 
graphic information organizing, and (5) col-
laborative writing. MUVEs have the advan-
tage of leveraging the Internet to bring these 
elements to thousands, even millions of users 
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(Harmon, 2008) to provide various learning 
experiences, some of which can be very dif-
ficult to offer to students in the real world 
because of distance, time, cost, danger or im-
practicality (Chittaro & Ranon, 2005). Often, 
EFL students in countries where English is 
not the official language are not given an op-
portunity to experience authentic social and 
cultural presences within their educational 
circumstances and MUVEs are able to bridge 
this gap within language instruction.
It is suggested that competence, both lin-
guistic and pragmatic, is the knowledge de-
veloped and acquired through exposure and 
use of the target language (Kasper, 1997).  A 
struggle for EFL teachers is finding ways to ex-
pose their students to the target language (TL) 
and developing learners’ communicative abil-
ity in real-life situations. Unlike most of their 
ESL counterparts, many EFL students lack ac-
cess to native speakers for authentic commu-
nication.  As soon as they leave the classroom, 
they return to a world full of speakers of their 
own first language, leaving them with little op-
portunity to utilize what they learned during 
instruction.  EFL teachers now urgently need 
a solution to increase exposure and use of the 
target knowledge both inside and outside of the 
classroom (Chen, 2005).
Learning merely the target linguistic knowl-
edge cannot successfully engage learners into 
real-life communications in the target culture; 
they also need to acquire the target pragmatic 
competence, the capacity to incorporate cul-
tural knowledge into language use and choose 
appropriate language in different sociocultural 
contexts (Bachman, 1990). Scholars and prac-
titioners alike agree that communicative com-
petence must successfully be demonstrated 
within true social contexts. By integrating such 
platforms as SL or other MUVEs into language 
learning, verbal communication skills within a 
social context can be fostered and reinforced 
(Shih, Lin & Yang, 2007).  The need for inte-
grating technology into EFL learning and in-
struction is supported by extensive literature 
on Computer Assisted Language Learning 
(CALL) and Computer Mediated Communica-
tion (CMC) and is strongly encouraged by the 
EFL community. A primary focus of CALL and 
CMC research (especially language learning at 
a distance) has been on the use of technologies 
for the development of literacy in a second or 
foreign language (Lam, 2000; Shei, 2005). 
As evidenced through its use by more than 
250 colleges and universities, Second Life, one 
of the most popular MUVEs, has become a valu-
able tool in promoting interactive and effective 
instruction and learning opportunities, allow-
ing for collaboration and creativity in lessons 
via virtual classes, discussions, presentations, 
field trips and guest lectures (Diehl & Prins, 
2008).  Some common advantages of SL com-
pared to traditional EFL classrooms include: 
Mechanisms to promote effective and active 
learning (Beatty, 2004 as cited by Wang & Bra-
man, 2009), the ability to provide an environ-
ment for language and culture immersion with 
multiple interactive media and a rich sense of 
contexts for learning (Warburton, 2009), pos-
sibility to reduce students’ tentativeness which 
may be present in “normal” classroom settings, 
and finally, a general sense of being more fun 
as compared to traditional methods of learning 
(especially with regard to digital natives).   
As a teaching tool, SL aligns with the afore-
mentioned need for the integration of technol-
ogy put forth as a focus of CALL and CMC 
research.  More specifically, in a study con-
ducted by Yee, Bailenson, Urbanek, Change 
and Merget in SL, results showed that “our 
social interactions in online virtual environ-
ments, such as Second Life, are governed by 
the same social norms as social interactions in 
the physical world” (2007, p.119).  In this re-
spect, not only do MUVEs address the need for 
greater application of technology in EFL/ESL 
learning, but provide environments where so-
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cial interaction is commensurate with real life 
experience. Learning is no longer restrained in 
time and space; rather, by incorporating CMC 
and CALL in the EFL classroom, learners are 
offered opportunities to communicate and 
learn collaboratively with other teachers and 
learners across continents (Kern, 1996; Shield 
& Weininger, 2004).  Engaging EFL learners 
in these authentic social interactions not only 
exposes them to the target language, but also 
gives them authentic opportunities to practice 
what they have learned in the classroom (Blake, 
2000; Campbell, 2004, Leh, 1999, Lightbown 
& Spada, 1999).
Current literature also posits that MUVEs, 
when utilized with due diligence to thorough 
instructional preparation, appropriate appli-
cation, and contingency planning, can play a 
successful role in the teaching and learning ex-
perience.  Baker et al. (2009) provide specific 
suggestions to encourage positive results when 
using MUVEs in instruction and, although not 
specific to EFL/ESL learning, if integrated, can 
be instrumental in achieving the desired results 
of language learning in platforms such as SL. 
Included in their recommended “toolkit” are 
the following suggestions:
1. Define specific objectives and explain 
to students why the technology is ap-
propriate for learning in the virtual en-
vironment.
2. As an instructor, become familiar with 
the technology and allow students the 
same opportunity before commencing 
an active lesson; engage other users of 
SL within the academic arena for sup-
port.
3. Prepare contingency plans in the event 
technology fails; continue lessons via 
email or other discussion tools and no-
tify students of these plans at the start 
of the lesson.
4. Engage students by pairing them with 
partners and solicit their feedback on 
what is effective and ineffective from 
their perspective as learners.
5. Introduce the technology on a small 
scale with simple, preparatory exercis-
es which allow students to acclimate; 
transition to more complex activities as 
students become comfortable with the 
application.  
Due to its affordance to offer authentic and 
interactive language learning environments, SL 
is being used as an active medium for language 
learning and instruction. Much opportunity ex-
ists to expand upon current literature and re-
search as to the efficacy of using MUVEs as an 
EFL learning tool as well as to provide more 
tangible resources specific to EFL instruction. 
Learning how to teach and facilitate EFL learn-
ing in SL will be a significant task for many 
EFL teachers in the future.
3. Research Questions and Methodology 
This research explores student teachers’ 
perspectives on teaching in an experimental 
EFL program in SL with the following two re-
search questions:
1. What are the student teachers’ percep-
tions of SL as an EFL learning plat-
form and the SL_EFL Program as a 
whole?
2. What are the perceived problems and 
lessons learned by the student teachers 
in the SL_EFL Program?
To answer the research questions above, a 
case study approach (Krathwohl, 1998; McMil-
lan & Schumacher, 1997) was used to explore 
student teachers’ perspectives on teaching EFL 
in Second Life. A case study, according to Cre-
swell (2008), is an “in-depth exploration of a 
bounded system (e.g. activity, event, process, 
or individuals) based on an extensive data col-
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lection” (p. 464). Yin (2003) points out that a 
case study is appropriate when the case is a 
representative or typical one and for “learning 
of an unknown or poorly understood situation” 
(Leed & Ormrod, 2010, 108).  The case study 
approach is the most suitable methodology for 
this study because of the “flexibility and adopt-
ability to a range of contexts, processes, people, 
and foci” (McMillan & Schumacher, 1997, p. 
394). These characteristics are needed for ex-
amining in depth the student teachers’ perspec-
tive on the true application of SL for EFL/ESL 
learning: Teaching real EFL students in SL. 
3.1. Research Context and Participants
The study was implemented online in SL 
with participants from an American state uni-
versity and a Chinese provincial university. 
The American university is the Southeast’s 
leading urban research institution in the USA. 
Its participants were eight graduate students 
with four majoring in ESL education and four 
majoring in Instructional Technology. This 
paper reports only the instructional experienc-
es of those four graduate students majoring in 
ESL education. 
The study participants in the American 
university were recruited through program 
email listserves with the only promised incen-
tive of presenting research results in a national 
conference with researchers. These self-moti-
vated participants were interested in learning 
more about teaching ESL in SL. Among them, 
two female participants were in their early 
twenties teaching English part-time at local 
schools. One male participant in his early 
twenties was a full-time graduate student and 
the other was in his forties switching his career 
from banking to education while teaching on 
probation at a local elementary school.  They 
had very limited experiences in terms of class-
room instruction and none of them had taught 
online in a virtual learning environment like 
SL. Among them, one male student teacher 
had been exposed to SL early in 2007 but had 
otherwise never used it until this study, and 
the other student teachers used SL for the first 
time for this study. These American partici-
pants served as teachers in this experimental 
EFL Program in SL (SL_EFL Program) and 
are termed “student teachers” in this paper.
The Chinese university is a comprehensive 
provincial university in east China with twenty 
academic colleges and schools. Its participants 
were 29 full-time sophomores majoring in Eng-
lish in its School of Foreign Languages. They 
were students in this SL_EFL Program which 
was a required supplementary instruction to 
their regular listening and speaking course.
3.2. Procedure and Instructional Tasks
The SL_EFL Program provided the stu-
dent teachers with opportunities to teach and 
interact with the Chinese EFL students syn-
chronously online in SL. The study took place 
over a six-week period. Before the start of the 
program, the student teachers participated in a 
one-hour workshop on basic uses of SL. Their 
instructional tasks/lessons for each week were 
(a) two one-hour sessions in SL,  (b) reflec-
tive writing on their instructional experiences 
in SL, and (c) preparation for instructional 
activities in SL for the subsequent week. The 
instructional procedures and activity contents 
were designed by the researchers. A website 
was created to give detailed instructions out-
lining procedures to complete the lessons for 
each week, together with instructional refer-
ence materials on the culture relevant to the 
topic of the week. The instructional activi-
ties for student teachers in SL included lead-
ing and facilitating small group discussions, 
guiding virtual tours with Chinese students, 
conducting one-on-one interviews with the 
Chinese students and offering lecture presen-
tations. Table 1 summarizes instructional top-
ics covered and implementation procedures of 
the SL_EFL Program. 
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Table 1: Instructional Topics and Procedure in the SL_EFL Program 
Week Topic General Instructional Procedure & Tasks
1 University Student Life 1. Start HyperCam screen recorder. 
2. Log into Second Life and teleport yourself to the class 
location in Second Life.
3. Introduce yourself and learning tasks for the Chinese 
students.
4. Complete instructional tasks in Second Life.
5. When you finish, stop recording and exit HyperCam.
6. Copy the recorded video file on a flash drive and give to 
research assistants. 
7. Check the blog site to comment on what students’ 
posting.
8. Read instructional materials and prepare for the next 
session. 
2 Career Preparation 
3 Holiday Celebrations: Thanksgiving
4
Traditions and Celebra-
tion of Spring Festival 
in China
5 People and Pets
6
Presentation: What I 
have learned in Second 
Life
Two student teachers taught the SL_EFL 
Program from faculty offices on the university 
campus while the other two taught the SL_EFL 
Program from home. All the student teachers 
had technical support in SL provided by a grad-
uate student of Instructional Technology when 
they were teaching in SL.  At the same time, 
two Chinese technical support persons were 
present in the media lab assisting their Chinese 
students who might have technical issues dur-
ing the sessions. At the end of the SL_EFL Pro-
gram, student teachers took the post-study sur-
vey and participated in a focus group interview 
with researchers; two students also participated 
in individual interviews followed by the focus 
group interview.  
3.3. Instruments, Data Collection and Analysis
Data collection methods included (a) 
post study surveys, (b) one-on-one and fo-
cus group interviews and (c) documentation 
review (e.g. student teachers’ reflective pa-
per on their instructional experiences in the 
SL_EFL Program). 
The instruments (survey and interview 
questions and protocol) were revised accord-
ing to the feedback received from participants 
in the previous year by two professors in the 
USA and three professors in China. These 
professors were experts in both EFL and in-
structional technology and design. Their re-
view efforts validated the instruments used in 
this study. The survey aimed at soliciting in-
formation regarding student teachers’ percep-
tions of SL as an EFL learning platform and 
the SL_EFL Program. 
A focus group interview was conducted af-
ter the SL_EFL Program. The interview was in 
semi-structured format with prepared interview 
questions and questions which came up dur-
ing the actual interview. Again, the questions 
asked were to reveal student teachers’ percep-
tion of SL as an EFL learning platform and the 
SL_EFL Program as a whole. The interview 
was recorded and then transcribed into text 
for analysis. To triangulate the findings, the 
research team also reviewed student teachers’ 
reflective papers and conducted two follow-up 
interviews to confirm initial findings. All the 
data (e.g. reflective papers and interview tran-
scripts) collected was categorized, coded and 
analyzed by two graduate students and an as-
sistant professor of research in the USA. 
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4. Results
The analysis of the study results and discus-
sions attempt to answer the research questions 
posted above. The data analysis results can be 
summarized as follows. 
4.1. Student Teachers’ Perception of SL as an 
EFL Learning Platform
Student teachers held positive reactions to 
SL as an EFL learning platform with distinct 
perceived advantages for EFL teachers.  First, 
they generally agreed on the conceptual ben-
efits of using SL to help ESL/EFL students be-
come more comfortable speaking English and 
describe that “here they have the advantage of 
speaking with people like me who do not speak 
Chinese and so if they wanted to communicate 
with me, they would have to be speaking Eng-
lish”.  Second Life allows the students in China 
the experience of living the language through 
conversing with native speakers.  Second Life 
also affords more robust avenues for conver-
sation through the use of multiple avatars and 
permits more than two people to be involved in 
the conversations; it provides an environment 
whereby “in a single big room, you could break 
into discussion groups without everybody hear-
ing everybody”. Unlike using a telephone and 
other web-conference tools, the participants 
can come together to explore new places with-
in SL as a group. Connecting native with non-
native speakers has demonstrated effectiveness 
for providing realistic conversations in a set-
ting which could be supported by supplemental 
visual materials and allows Chinese students 
an incredible opportunity to learn about not 
only the language, but also culture from people 
who actually grew up in it. One of the student 
teachers clearly described this in the interview 
as follows:
The greatest advantage for, in EFL or 
ESL classes, it gives non-native speak-
ers the opportunity to speak with na-
tive speakers. A lot of them have for 
example; in China they have Chinese 
learners who have learned English as 
a second language teaching them. And 
they never have contact with a native 
speaker.  And for that, Second Life is 
effective.
This perceived benefit of SL for EFL learn-
ing and instruction was also recorded in their 
reflection papers.  Lily, a student teacher, de-
scribed how “Second Life intertwines with real 
life using technology allowing the players, in 
this case students, to feel as though they are 
there in person” and “opens the doors for us to 
connect with ESL students locally, nationally, 
and internationally.”
Additionally, all student teachers enjoyed 
the interactive nature of SL that allows them 
to teach English online by not just speaking 
into the microphone but by acting, perform-
ing, and collaborating in English with their 
students. One female student teacher related 
one of her favorite lessons as a virtual trip to 
the zoo “because we could incorporate the set-
ting with the conversation” which afforded a 
more dynamic learning experience.  Reaching 
a level of student engagement and overcom-
ing the anxiety of unfamiliar subject matter is 
crucial not only in EFL learning, but any edu-
cational experience.  
As an EFL learning platform, its unpre-
dictability of technology comprised the ma-
jority of issues whether it was sound, ambient 
noise, or connectivity. The student teachers 
were in accord that the time and energy spent 
trying to overcome technical difficulty was a 
major impediment to the productivity of the 
study. For example, one student teacher de-
scribes that “trying to figure out how to be 
able to keep them (the Chinese students) en-
gaged while I was figuring out what was go-
ing on I think was something interesting that 
I would not have encountered where there are 
not as many barriers”. 
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On the whole, the student teachers felt 
that SL was a wonderful new platform for 
EFL learning and instruction. More thorough 
guided and self-led explorations of SL, tech-
nical training, and troubleshooting prior to the 
SL_EFL Program would certainly have ben-
efitted both the student teachers and their EFL 
students in China.  
4.2. Student Teachers’ Perceptions of the SL_
EFL Program
All student teachers believed that the SL_
EFL Program provided them with precious op-
portunities to practice EFL instruction in a real 
learning environment with authentic students 
and meaningful interactions. The SL_EFL Pro-
gram bridges not only the geographic distance 
but also that of language and culture. Through 
this program, the student teachers developed 
social bonds with their students as they do in 
the real classroom. This reoccurring theme was 
illustrated by a student teacher who wrote in 
the reflection paper that “there were moments 
when we would all laugh together that I would 
actually get the chills because I realized that 
technology and the Internet were allowing me 
to sit and learn from a group of Chinese stu-
dents on the opposite side of the world, and that 
we actually had a lot in common”.  
The SL_EFL Program helped the student 
teachers better understand pedagogical strate-
gies for EFL learning and instruction and ap-
plications of meaningful interactions in EFL 
instruction. For example, when discussing the 
Spring Festival in China, the Chinese students 
were encouraged to interact in English with a 
subject they were familiar with while simulta-
neously building vocabulary and strengthening 
conversational skills.  One student teacher de-
scribed the positive result of this specific lesson 
as follows:  
The nicest thing was in fact talking 
about the Spring Festival. Obviously, in 
addition to the prepared material which 
they wanted to read to me or recite, 
they knew a lot about the Spring Festi-
val because it’s a very important festi-
val. And the two students I had at that 
time were from two different regions 
of China. And the practices of Spring 
Festival vary whether you’re from the 
north or south apparently. And so… as 
they began to explain things, they be-
gan to disagree with each other. They 
had different things to tell me and that 
was really the, sort of the best thing 
that happened was to get you know, off 
the prepared material.
To enhance English listening and speak-
ing skills, it was very important for student 
teachers to create a learning environment 
which encouraged a comfort level to speak 
freely and comfortably. The SL_EFL Program 
did a very nice job in that many of the tasks 
in SL emerged so that both student teach-
ers and their Chinese students were learning 
from each other. The SL learning environment 
bridged the distance between teachers and stu-
dents and easily engaged students in meaning-
ful interactions with their teachers and peers. 
As described by one female student teacher: 
So, experiencing things that would nev-
er really happen in the real classroom 
but still going with it and then laugh-
ing. So because of that we laughed, and 
laughing in Second Life helped some, 
for some reason much better than it did 
in the real classroom.
Even with technological, language and 
pedagogical challenges, the SL_EFL Program 
has cultivated positive experiences of EFL in-
struction for these student teachers in addition 
to those social bonds with their Chinese stu-
dents developed from the Program. 
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4.3. Perceived Problems by the Studet Teachers 
Teaching in the SL_EFL program
The technical problems which occurred in 
the SL_EFL Program such as frozen screens or 
delayed audio can be easily solved by upgrad-
ing the lab computers and connecting cables. 
However, the pedagogical problems such as 
class management remain one of the most chal-
lenging aspects of the program according to the 
student teachers. 
Due to interactive nature of the instruction 
in SL, students might walk or even fly away, 
at any moment from the discussion group or 
instructional site in SL, which rarely or would 
not happen in a real classroom. The student 
teachers felt it challenging to deal with this sit-
uation in their instructions in SL. In addition, it 
was very easy for students to either stray away 
from the given topic or to not speak at all. A fe-
male student teacher made an excellent point of 
indicating that additional instructional training 
on classroom management for these student 
teachers would be necessary for them to teach 
effectively in a learning platform such as SL. 
Usually, a good teacher can get a feel 
for his/her classroom by looking into their 
student’s eyes or watching for facial expres-
sions or body movement.  However, teach-
ing EFL in SL, this communication cue is 
lacking because the teacher can only see the 
avatar, which, for the majority of the time, is 
emotionless. On the one hand, the quiet time 
could be students processing their thoughts 
in English before feeling comfortable enough 
to speak; on the other hand, the student sim-
ply may not know the answer and is wait-
ing for the instructor to solve the puzzle for 
them. This observation was made by one of 
the student teachers when he described a stu-
dents’ tentativeness during his session: 
Silence is very strange, when it comes to 
language, you know, like, when some-
one’s silent, they could be thinking…. 
and you have to, and what’s weird is 
when you’re dealing with someone who 
can’t really produce the language, you 
have to give them time to percolate like 
that. And there’s a real art to knowing 
OK, when do I jump in, and I’m not a 
pro at it and not being able to see them 
kind of made it harder…  
Both of these situations validate the need 
for additional classroom management guide-
lines for the student teachers.  One area of need 
relates to different social customs between cul-
tures.  Because social mores vary from culture 
to culture, it is important that student teachers 
be familiarized with generally accepted social 
customs of their students so as not to offend 
or alienate. As a general rule, student teachers 
should be provided with at least cursory class-
room management techniques. This need is 
demonstrated through the remark that “I knew 
that the study didn’t require you to be a teach-
er, just a native speaker and so I wasn’t really 
thinking exactly about managing a class as I 
was being a participant”. This balance between 
classroom management and understanding cus-
toms was discussed in the post-study interview 
by one of the male student teachers:
Classroom turn taking is always im-
portant and if the customs are different, 
which they typically would be across 
cultures, we would like to get some 
practice doing that…When you think 
about it, you think you’re going to wait 
for the other people to stop talking and 
take your next turn, but in fact, in real 
life, you speak over the end of other 
people as you sense their transitioning. 
And you’re signaling the end of things 
by an up down [intonation] and people 
recognize that and move on so that’s 
how you can guess when I’m done talk-
ing. So, I did think that some help with 
classroom management skills and to be 
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more mindful of that would’ve been 
more helpful for me.  
Regardless of the situation, it is evident 
that in SL, student teachers must be prepared 
to steer both the nature of the conversation as 
well as prompt students’ ideas and conversa-
tion when necessary. There was general agree-
ment that many of the challenges could have 
been avoided had they had more background 
information on the program objectives and had 
a full curriculum for the six weeks been devel-
oped or disclosed beforehand. 
5. Discussion
Before the discussion of the study impli-
cations, some limitations of the study need to 
be mentioned. Due to practical constraints, 
the study was conducted among a fairly small 
group of the student students. Though the SL_
EFL Program lasted for six weeks, the actual 
teaching hours in SL was limited (just a little 
over 12).  The experiences of teaching in SL, 
therefore, were not long enough to offer stable 
and generalizable concepts but anecdotal snap-
shots regarding EFL learning and instruction in 
SL. With these limitations, we want to remind 
the readers of the extent to which the study’s 
results can be generalized.
The study results reveal not only the stu-
dent teachers’ perceptions of SL and the SL_
EFL Program but also offer implications for 
and suggestions to the future program design 
to enhance the use of SL for EFL learning and 
instruction. The most obvious enhancement 
would be to reduce the technical impediments 
in using SL. Student teachers generally agreed 
in that “as far as keeping it basic for people 
who are not as knowledgeable in the field of 
technology, especially a lot of the teachers at 
the school, when you get too confused by too 
many things going on at one time, you lose the 
focus of what’s important in teaching”. The 
implication of this statement is that to ensure 
greater success in the program, either more 
technological support or training must be pro-
vided for effective instruction in SL. This is in 
accordance with the literature that indicates a 
steep learning curve for using SL for learning 
and instruction (Baker, Wentz & Woods, 2009; 
Cheal, 2009; Taylor & Chyung, 2008).
Course design and pedagogy were among 
the main themes discussed by the student teach-
ers.  Teaching is challenging to new teachers 
and teaching in MUVEs makes it even more 
difficult for them. To help the student teachers 
teaching in similar EFL programs, a well pre-
pared set of instructional guidelines, expecta-
tions, and lesson plans familiar to both student 
teachers and students will certainly improve 
the delivery of content and end results of the 
program. The student teachers reiterated nu-
merous times the need for clearly stated ob-
jectives, access to resources that their students 
were using, and the integration of resources 
within Second Life to complement the speak-
ing exercises. In this sense, improvement of 
design and implementation at the program 
level would enhance EFL instruction and fa-
cilitate EFL learning in SL. 
Though the focus of this paper is on stu-
dent teaching in SL, the use of supplemental 
resources such as access to a course blog is 
highly encouraged to help student teachers 
connect with students and improve overall 
learning and instructional performance in the 
SL_EFL Program.  The use of a blog site is 
an incredible idea; as described by one of the 
student teachers:  “the blog was really go-
ing to be, per your design, a crucial element 
in bonding the teachers with the students be-
cause I would’ve expected their proficiency 
in writing to be greater than in listening and 
speaking and this would of, you know, been 
a chance for us to establish greater rapport 
…” The use of a blog would give teachers 
and students a chance to reflect about the ses-
sions, get to know each other even more and 
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allow for the integration of writing and read-
ing into the program. Giving students every 
opportunity to practice in each language do-
main (listening, speaking, reading, and writ-
ing) is extremely important to their language 
learning process and provides even more va-
lidity to implementing an SL program into an 
EFL program.  
This study is about American student 
teachers teaching in the SL_EFL Program with 
the Chinese EFL students. It will be interest-
ing to see the collaboration between Ameri-
can student teachers working collaboratively 
with English professors in China. As posited 
by one of the student teachers that “there are 
lots of teachers of English in China and if they 
were working with teachers of English here, 
the collaboration is not working with actual 
students but working with their teachers.”  He 
adds that “you could separately be develop-
ing in Second Life the stuff you want because 
there is now a shared interest in developing it” 
as a learning tool. The idea of collaboration 
between instructors from both native and non-
native learning perspectives provides compel-
ling thought for the future possibilities of us-
ing SL for EFL instruction.  
6. Conclusion
This paper reports a case study on student 
teachers’ perceptions of SL as an EFL learn-
ing platform and an EFL learning program in 
SL. Based on the results, we discussed impli-
cations and suggestions for designing, imple-
menting and enhancing future EFL programs 
in SL. It was exciting and encouraging to see 
the overall positive perceptions of the student 
teachers on both SL as an EFL learning plat-
form and the SL_EFL Program as a whole.  It 
was believed that the student teachers took a 
lot from this opportunity and felt confident 
about its future potential.  Second Life is 
clearly a platform with much to offer to EFL/
ESL instruction. With the addition of technol-
ogy support, clearly defined objectives and 
curriculum, and supporting resources such 
as blogs and lesson plans, SL is poised to be-
come a great supplement to EFL learning and 
instruction. In the exact words of one teacher, 
“I see so much potential, it’s so exciting.”
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